This study examines 
INTRODUCTION
The acquisition of inflectional morphology has been the subject of numerous studies since Berko (1958) first demonstrated that children could produce nonce past tense and plural forms by rule. Inflectional morphology is, on the one hand, rule-bound, semantically predictable, obligatory and generally applicable (Bybee 1985) , and is therefore marked early on in child language (Brown 1973) . However, inflectional systems such as the German noun plural marking are fraught with irregularities which prevents their early mastery (Clahsen, Rothweiler, Woest & Marcus 1992 , Kuczaj 1977 . Studies of the route that children take in acquiring such systems show a superficially U-shaped curve (Strauss 1982) : the child first produces both inflected and uninflected forms learned by rote (e.g., break, broke), then starts producing both correctly inflected forms as well as mistakes of overrgeneralization in both directions (breaklbreaked and dragldrug) (Bybee & Slobin 1982 , Marcus, Pinker, Ullman, Hollander, Rosen & Xu 1992 , Pinker & Prince 1988 ) and finally masters both regular and irregular inflection successfully (Plunkett & Marchman 1991) .
The current study describes an experiment involving the acquisition of a particular inflectional class, noun plurals, in a dialect of Palestinian Arabic (PA) spoken in the north of Israel. Since Arabic pluralization takes two distinct forms, regular linear suffixation and irregular nonlinear affixation, both of which occur in the input to young children, the opportunity is provided to trace children's strategies in learning this complex system in view of current theories of morphological acquisition.
Models of processing and acquiring inflectional morphology Two contrasting models of representation of regular and irregular morphology and of its acquisition provide different accounts for this Ushaped learning. A dual-route model assumes the existence of two distinct processing systems to handle the two facets of morphology: a rote-learning mechanism stores both regular and irregular forms at the onset of acquisition so that the child appears to use them correctly. This is supplanted by a mechanism that applies a concatenation rule to all forms (N stem + plural suffix, V stem + past tense suffix) resulting in overregularization (e.g., mans, knowed). Finally, a mature morphology contains two systems: one handles regular inflection by abstract, symbolic rule that can be extended to nonce forms, and another stores irregular forms by lexical memory whose retrieval blocks the application of the rule (Halle & Mohanan 1985, Jaeger, Lockwood, 189 Kemmerer, Van (Pinker & Prince 1994 , Prasada & Pinker 1993 .
A second account of the acquisition of regular and irregular forms and of its processing in an adult system denies a split in processing mechanisms, and proposes single-route models to handle both types of inflectional morphology. One type of these are listing models, in which all forms are listed in the lexicon and related by phonological and semantic features of various strengths (Bybee 1988 , Stemberger 1994 , Stemberger & MacWhinney 1988 (Daugherty & Seidenberg 1994 , Plunkett & Marchman 1991 , Rumelhart & McClelland 1986 (Nakisa & Hahn 1996 ). Yet studies reveal that German-speaking children do overregularize, using the default suffix -s. Clahsen et al. (1992) Hare, Elman & Daugherty (1995) (Pinker & Prince 1994) . MSA is the written variety of the language, common to all literate Arabic speakers in the world, used in the media, in literature, at school and for all literate activities, and almost exclusively used in its spoken form in the electronic media. It is a unified, codified pan-Arab variety of Arabic, the modern descendant of Classical Arabic (Holes 1995) . Plural (non-dual) formation in MSA takes two paths: linear suffixation of a stem with masculine -u: n (or -i: n) and feminine -a :t, though regular, is restricted to a short list of atypical nouns (and (Ferguson 1959) . Arabic-speaking children acquire the local dialect at home, and learn MSA in school (Omar 1973) , though MSA constitutes a constant alternative to the indigenous vernacular and a source of linguistic information due to its status and omnipresence in all kinds of media and literacy activities (Badry 1983 , Holes 1995 . The focus of our discussion here is the acquisition of noun plurals in a Palestinian Arabic dialect spoken in the north of Israel (Levin 1994 (Holes 1995:139) . The masculine suffix is -i: n as infalla:H/fallaHi:n (farmer/s). The feminine suffix is -a:t, as in kubba: ylkobaya: t (glass/es). The feminine plural suffix is more productive than the masculine plural suffix; it may also attach to masculine stems, e.g., balo:nlbalona:t t (balloon/s), and to foreign borrowings that cannot be accommodated by a broken plural pattern. It may thus be considered as the default plural suffix as in other spoken Arabic varieties (Holes 1995 (Berman 1981 , Clahsen et al. 1992 , Levy 1980 , Ravid 1995 Fig. 1 input/output units to which older children have had the chance to be exposed.
In conclusion, this study presents data on the acquisition of noun pluralization by native-speaking learners of Palestinian Arabic. The unmarked form of pluralization -feminine sound plurals marked by the suffix -a: t -was found to be leamt early on and reach a plateau by age 3, and was moreover the preferred plural option in erroneous responses. The other type of sound plurals su~xed by masculine -i: n was found to be the least preferred option of pluralization in both correct and erroneous responses. So called 'irregular' broken plurals are located in the middle, between these two extremes, with a learning curve similar to that of sound masculines but with an increasing presence in the erroneous responses of the oldest age groups.
